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With almost all votes counted from the March 7 elections, the Tribunal Superior Electoral (TSE)
announced that Francisco Flores, candidate for the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista
(ARENA), had won the presidential race. Flores took 52% of the vote, defeating former guerrilla
commander Facundo Guardado, coalition candidate of the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion
Nacional (FMLN)-Union Social Cristiana (USC).
Guardado won 29%, and third-place Ruben Zamora, candidate for the Centro Democratico Unido
coalition, took 7.44%. Eking out a majority on the first ballot obviated the need for a second-round
vote upon which Guardado had based his election strategy. Flores will be the third successive
ARENA president following Alfredo Cristiani (1989-1994) and Armando Calderon Sol (1994-1999).
Flores takes office June 1. Though he downplayed the party's ultra-conservative history, Flores paid
homage to ARENA's founder, Roberto d'Aubuisson, widely believed to have organized the country's
notorious death squads in the 1980s and to have planned the 1980 assassination of Archbishop Oscar
Romero (see NotiCen, 1987-11-25).
Still, Flores has no association with the party's more unsavory past. Following university studies
in the US and additional studies in oriental philosophy in India, he taught philosophy and ran an
irrigation project in a small village in El Salvador. He entered politics only after leftist guerrillas
killed his father-in-law. He served in both the Cristiani and Calderon Sol administrations and then
entered the National Assembly. He was Assembly president when picked by ARENA to run for the
national presidency. Flores has presented himself as a moderate reincarnation of the conservative
principles of the party.
After a stunning upset by the FMLN in the 1997 legislative elections (see NotiCen, 1997-04-03),
Flores said his party understood that the voters wanted more participatory democracy. Candidates
promised to reduce crime and unemployment While considered a moderate, he is not necessarily
an reformer. Flores made the same promises as Guardado concerning jobs and crime, but belongs
to a party that has consistently followed neoliberal economic policies that favor the propertied class,
say his opponents. The poverty rate of 60% has changed little during the ten years of ARENA rule.
During the campaign, Flores promised to rid the country of poverty but offered no specific povertyeradication program.
Political observers blamed Guardado's defeat on the inability of the FMLN to convince voters it
had left its revolutionary past behind. Guardado is considered one of the party's leading reformers
but was never entirely able to rise above internal party disagreements (see NotiCen 1998-10-22),
although late in the campaign party leaders Schafik Handal and Leonel Gonzalez offered their
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support. Guardado campaigned against Flores by blaming ARENA for crime and economic
problems such as unemployment and inflation.
Hoping to win through coalition and consensus in a second-round election, the FMLN offered
a program in September proposing to create a more equitable economy, reactivate and enlarge
the agricultural and industrial sectors to create employment, stimulate the growth of small and
medium-size businesses, liberalize access to credit, and press harder for Central American
integration. But all four candidates agreed generally on the same program. In various forums last
October, all parties proposed attacks on crime, poverty, corruption, and tax evasion and promised to
attract investments, promote production, and stabilize macroeconomic indicators.

Last-minute mud-slinging mars campaign
In February, war veterans in the Asociacion Nacional de Ex Combatientes del FMLN accused
Guardado of ordering the deaths of hundreds of fellow guerrillas. A former commander of the
Partido Comunista Salvadoreno (PCS) said Guardado had 500 people killed in the 1980s for political
reasons. Guardado said the accusation was the work of ARENA, while Handal called it "a bad joke"
and a "show put on by ARENA." Ten days before the election, candidates bombarded voters with
flyers containing visceral attacks against each other.
The FMLN denounced as fake photographs of Handal and Guardado with Cuban President Fidel
Castro bearing the words "angels of hell" and "they are kidnappers and assassins." The leftist Union
Nacional de los Trabajadores Salvadorenos (UNTS) sent out flyers describing the Cristiani and
Calderon Sol administrations as "10 years of corruption and false promises." Newspapers carried
photographs of the CDU's Zamora with Castro and FMLN leaders.
Nevertheless, by most accounts, the campaign was tranquil compared to previous races. "It is a
much more transparent campaign, a much less emotional, less confrontational campaign," said
Calderon Sol. "The politicians have been maturing." In claiming victory, Flores said, "El Salvador
has inaugurated a new way to do politics because the elections today were orderly, peaceful, and
harmonious." But the high abstention rate suggests they were also uninspiring and indecisive.
Despite Flores' victory, the depth of his popular support is unclear. He won barely 52% of the vote,
but less than 40% of the electorate cast ballots. [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 02/26/99; El Diario
de Hoy (El Salvador), 10/19/98, 02/27/99; The Los Angeles Times, 03/05/99; Associated Press, El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 03/06/99; La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 03/08/99; Notimex, 09/08/98,
03/07/99, 03/08/99; La Prensa (Nicaragua), The New York Times, 03/09/99]
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